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2INTRODUCTION
The heightened social responsibility encouraged through epistemological advances within the
context of conceptualizing disability is an attempt to overcome many of the practical and social
obstacles that people with disabilities face (Yau, McKercher and Packer 2004). The social
approach to disability stresses that society needs to identify all socially constructed constraints
and formulate strategies to mitigate the resulting negative tourism experiences (Daruwalla and
Darcy 2005). Strategies are particularly important for the information search stage, where “the
process changes from tourism as an abstract concept to resolving the practical concerns relating
to ensuring a safe and enjoyable experience” (Yau et al 2004:954).
Central to accomplishing this aim is a profound understanding of the requirements of people
with disabilities and the provision of adequate support services tailored towards these specific
needs (Donoghue 2003; Germ and Schleien 1997; Yau et al 2004). While the provision of an
accessible infrastructure is the basis for tourism participation (Pühretmair 2004), information
dissemination about currently accessible destinations is equally significant (Shaw, Veitch and
Coles 2005; Stumbo and Pegg 2005) and appears to be the most effective immediate solution for
expanding tourism opportunities to disabled people (Cavinato and Cuckovich 2002; Darcy
1998). In fact, it can be argued, that all changes to the physical environment will not bring any
benefits to the conservatively estimated 500 million people with a disability (Daruwalla and
Darcy 2005; Smith 1987) if the indispensable communication of this information is missing.
Information need paradigms that affect tourism choices and tourist satisfaction levels have
revealed the importance of two main conditions. First, an awareness and understanding by
society and tourism providers of multiple, differential information needs (Fodness and Murray
1999; Gursoy and McCleary 2004; Vogt and Fesenmaier 1995) and second, the development of
specific communication sources that fulfill individual needs (Allison 2000; Fodness and Murray
1997; Gursoy and Chen 2000; Gursoy and McCleary 2004; Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998).
Whereas previous studies have begun the process of classifying different informational needs
based on basic segmentation categories (Fodness and Murray 1997; Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998;
Gursoy and McCleary 2004), research has yet to provide a comprehensive account of the needs
of people with disabilities in terms of accessibility information.
Previously, the provision of accessibility information has been highly fragmented, inaccurate
and incomprehensive (Toerisme Vlaanderen 2001). As a result, a number of approaches to
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emerged in Europe over the last five years. These schemes, acting as an information
communication source to assure the quality of tangible assets provided at destinations, have been
set up by both, public and private sectors, with the main objective of encouraging greater equity
by providing assistance to overcome the informational barriers disabled tourists face.
Although previous authors have stressed the importance of information provision and
explored informational needs of disabled people (Burnett and Bender 2001; Cavinato and
Cuckovich 1992; Darcy 1998; McKercher, Packer, Yau and Lam 2003; NOP 2003; Ray and
Ryder 2003; Shaw et al 2005; Stumbo and Pegg 2005; Turco, Stumbo and Garnarz 1998; Yau et
al 2004), research to date has not investigated if these needs have been fulfilled by the recent
European proliferation of tourism access schemes. Concurrently, studies grounded in information
search call for research in many areas. Principal amongst these is to gain insights into different
types of informational needs (Fodness and Murray 1997; Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998; Gursoy and
McCleary 2004). Further, all available types of information sources need to be studied (Gursoy
and Chen 2000) and analyzed with the hindsight of tourists’ perceptions of the sources used
(Fodness and Murray 1997, 1999). This paper addresses these gaps in the literature by examining
European accessibility tourism information schemes and assessing them against the
informational needs of persons with disabilities. Taking into consideration that behavior is a
function of needs (Gibson and Yiannakis 2002) and given a potentially favorable outcome,
schemes would represent an exemplary modus operandi not only to achieve information
satisfaction but in so doing act as an enabling mechanism to mitigate the exclusion of disabled
individuals from tourism and achieve the potential benefits tourism brings to all people.
THE ENABLEMENT OF DISABLED TOURISTS: NEEDS AND FULFILLMENT
Central to information search behavior theory is information seeking as an expressed need
(Moutinho 1987). It is believed to be largely carried out to fulfill functional need constructs that
encompass the reduction of uncertainty and risks to maximize satisfaction (Gursoy and
McCleary 2004; Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998). Overall satisfaction, fundamental to tourist
behavior (Kozak 2001), encompasses two major antecedents: attribute and information
satisfaction, with information satisfaction referring to “a subjective satisfaction judgment of the
information used in choosing a product” (Spreng, MacKenzie and Olshavsky 1996:18). The
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features of information search. First, search takes place either internally, retrieving information
from memory, or externally by using different sources from the external environment (Fodness
and Murray 1997, 1999; Gursoy and McCleary 2004; Moutinho 1987). Second, search processes
are on-going or specific to a problem within the pre-purchase phase (Fodness and Murray 1999;
Gursoy and Chen 2000). Third, a variety of sources, embracing brochures, the internet and
personal recommendations among others, reflect the conduct of search and determine tourists’
value perceptions (Fodness and Murray 1999). These major processes differ according to
different tourist,- product and situational characteristics. Given a complex problem solving
situation, information search is usually typified by external, pre-purchase behavior employing a
variety of sources (Beatty and Smith 1987; Fodness and Murray 1997, 1999).
For people with disabilities, the provision of information about the state of accessible features
at the destination represents a key functional need (Disability Now 2005; Imrie and Kumar 1998;
McKercher et al 2003; Shaw et al 2005; Stumbo and Pegg 2005; Turco et al 1998; Yau et al
2004). The fulfillment of these needs becomes particularly crucial within the pre-travel phase as
it determines whether tourism remains an abstract concept or individuals can become active
travelers (Pühretmair 2004; Stumbo and Pegg 2005; Yau et al 2005). Without sufficient
information regarding accessible destinations, people with disabilities are unsure if their physical
needs can be met and may therefore refrain from traveling, and so fail to satisfy important social
and psychological needs that include the desire to travel for rest, relaxation, the feeling of
freedom, opportunities for social interaction and the experience of visiting new places (Shaw and
Coles 2004). In this respect, meeting informational needs does not only lead to higher
information satisfaction levels but acts also as an enabler to travel.
Yau et al (2004) argue that society has to become more aware of the needs of disabled people.
However, the authors of this article argue that it is not the amount of research that is lacking, but
the absence of a theoretical framework for an improved understanding of the subject. This paper
addresses this weakness and draws together existing findings to establish a more holistic view of
informational needs (Figure 1), comprising five interrelated need components: richness and
reliability of information, appropriate travel information sources, communication and customer-
oriented services.
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Destinations offer an amalgam of products and services, designed to meet the needs of tourists
(Leiper 1995), so the dissemination of rich information, that covers in depth and breadth all
components of the entire accessible sub-system is a key prerequisite (Yau et al 2004).
Particularly important is informing potential customers about continuous accessible pathways as
isolated accessible facilities do not add to the tourism experience (Darcy 1998). Israeli (2002)
demonstrated that subsequent to using tourism facilities, disabled people ranked the importance
of accessible pathways more highly.
Cavinato and Cuckovich (2002) found, that not only the availability of rich information but
also its reliability represents an essential need. The lack of reliable information is one of the
major causes that prevent disabled people from traveling (Darcy 1998; Darcy and Daruwalla
1999; Stumbo and Pegg 2005). In a study by NOP (2003), participants stated that credibility
needs to be established through a three stage process to fulfill their travel needs. First, standards
have to be set by respected disability organizations. Second, the assessment of facilities against
these criteria ought to be conducted by an independent authoritative body and third, the
subsequent information dissemination has to include clear descriptions on the criteria that lead to
accreditation (NOP 2003).
The third element enabling the meeting of the needs of disabled tourists is the ability to
choose appropriate travel information sources. Many citizens with access requirements follow a
multi-source planning approach because the quality of information given in single sources is
usually insufficient, only partially accurate or inaccessible (Daniels, Drogin and Wiggins 2005,
Darcy 1998; McKercher et al 2003) and any medium is approached with a great deal of
apprehension (Cavinato and Cuckovich 1992; Darcy and Daruwalla 1999; McGuire, Dottavio
and O’Leary 1986; Ray and Ryder 2003; Turco et al 1998). This multi-source process also adds
to the time taken to search and acts as a disincentive to travel. Darcy (1998) argues that the
amount and accuracy of information provided in one single source is the most crucial
requirement to better meet the planning needs of disabled people.
Cavinato and Cuckovich (2002) stress the importance of specialized public bodies as
appropriate mediums for reliable information dissemination, while Cheng (2002), Burnett and
Bender (2001) and Darcy (1998) emphasize that access information has to be included into
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agents. One of the shortcomings of using mainstream channels, such as travel agencies, is the
deficient understanding of the particular needs of disabled people (McKercher et al 2003).
Through the emergence of the internet, disabled customers have gained a powerful and
independent information source with which to plan their holidays (Buhalis 2003; Cavinato and
Cuckovich 1992; Ray and Ryder 2003). The internet can enable persons with disabilities to
search for detailed, reliable and up-to-date information since printed material is often not
sufficiently accurate. Further, the internet provides dynamic opportunities to reduce and simplify
the search procedure (Darcy and Daruwalla 1999; NOP 2003; Toerisme Vlaanderen 2001) and
can also provide opportunities for the exchange of experiences amongst consumers. As with all
tourists, people with disabilities benefit from testimonials as valuable quality criteria, and a way
to establish trust through specific recommendations (NOP 2003; Ray and Ryder 2003; Turco et
al 1998). Apart from sharing experiences directly with the disabled community, communication
needs can also be expressed by demanding personalized information from the supplier.
Although the planning process differs from person to person, special clusters of search
mechanisms exist according to different types of disability (BMWA 2004; Ray and Ryder 2003;
Shaw and Coles 2004), demonstrating the need for customer-orientated services (Burnett and
Bender 2001; Ray and Ryder 2003). According to personal consumer preferences, searches are
possible according to either different types of disabilities or different levels of accessibility for
each part of the destination (Disability Now 2005). Determining sets of different search needs
allows a more accurate targeting of potential customers (Gibson and Yiannakis 2002).
The greatest challenge for any service-based agency is thus the provision of travel experiences
and communication sources that meet all need components of their diverse clients (Allison 2000;
Fodness and Murray 1997; Gursoy and Chen 2000; Gursoy and McCleary 2004; Vogt and
Fesenmaier 1998). As information satisfaction is the result of the consumer’s evaluation of the
organizations’ communication efforts (Spreng et al 1996), mediums have to be developed that
focus on information attributes which are important to the target market. Hence, shifting
consumer needs have to be analyzed continuously as these will impact on the importance placed
on attributes (Gursoy and McCleary 2004).
Several communication sources have been previously analyzed. Fodness and Murray (1997)
provided a classification for commercial/ non-commercial and personal/ impersonal sources and
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schemes have not been subject to any previous investigation within this theoretical research
framework. As information satisfaction primarily refers to the tangible attributes of destinations
that can be controllable by service providers (Spreng et al 1996), it is this element that schemes
are concentrating on (Hill and Busby 2002). Through certifying accommodation, amenities and
attraction facilities and indicating accessibility standards of these assets, schemes function as
information communication sources for quality assurance (Hill and Busby 2002; Toerisme
Vlaanderen 2001). The accomplishment of a quality difference in the information search process
for disabled people is hence the major aim of schemes.
Despite their potential value, specific literature on access schemes is not available. Instead,
this paper will draw on research from environmental certification schemes as research here is
well-established and has strong parallels for accessibility certification. By crossing disciplinary
boundaries of human ecology and disability studies, multidisciplinary perspectives within
tourism are sought and found. Both types of schemes are seen to operate along four dimensions:
setting standards, assessment, certification & accreditation of a label and acceptance &
recognition in the market place (Figure 2).
FIGURE TWO INSERTED HERE
Environmental and accessibility certification schemes arose out of the need to bring social
change through a reorganization of social arrangements and attitudes. While eco-schemes strive
towards reducing environmental impacts through enhancing public environmental awareness
(Buckley 2002), information access schemes are designed for combating discrimination to
improve the quality of life of disabled people (Toerisme Vlaanderen 2001). The common aim of
both is the acceptance by tourists that information is meaningful, reliable and useful in choosing
individual products. Consumers’ responses to any scheme depend on the specific social, political
and economic context. Related to accessibility, a number of governments have introduced legal
accessibility acts, but although vital, they are not sufficient to ensure equality for disabled people
(Gleeson 1999; Imrie and Hall 2001; Miller and Kirk 2002) and national accessibility schemes
have not necessarily translated to a higher participation in tourism.
Several positive and negative impacts deriving from eco-certification schemes are debated
that also reflect the discussion needed within information access schemes. On the positive side,
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eco-label programs face the danger of privileging dominant interests over other needs
(Sasidharan and Font 2001; Sasidharan, Sirakaya, and Kerstetter 2002). Specific to access
schemes, Imrie (1999) argues that at best, disabled people’s views are incorporated as an
afterthought, thus leading to the assumption that information access schemes are dominated by
the able-bodied population. The resulting standards set by able-bodied persons might be too low
to satisfy the needs of disabled individuals.
Different perceptions as to what is an appropriate set of criteria, represents a significant area
of disagreement for eco schemes (Buckley 2002; Font and Buckley 2001; Honey and Rome
2000). Particularly the proliferation of schemes causes confusion among customers, thereby
impeding an effective functioning (Diamantis 1998; Honey and Steward 2002; Sanabria 2002;
Sharpley 2001). There is a clear need for broadly applicable standards and harmonization of
criteria at the international level, which depend on the existence of an accreditation body
(Medina 2005). Its absence prevents the creation of an international label and hence fails to reach
the international tourist (Font 2002a).
This argument is also applicable to access schemes, which are proliferating rapidly and
criteria vary between organizations and geographical settings (Toerisme Vlaanderen 2001).
Further, the absence of verifying bodies generates enormous discrepancies between meeting the
ideal needs of disabled customers and the reality as individuals demand assessments by
independent authoritative bodies. Although the International Symbol of Access (ISA) has been
established, European schemes have tended to develop their own labels and symbols (Toerisme
Vlaanderen 2001).
Quality labels have to communicate reliability for improving security in the travel planning
process (Behm 1995; Bruhn and Hadwich 2004; Meffert, Burmann and Koers 2002; Pepels
2003). Crucial hereby are label-specific product attributes (Font 2002a). Access labels can either
be independent, focusing exclusively on criteria for disabled people, or integrated into
mainstream quality assessments. Whereas integrated labels address a wider audience and assist
in overcoming stigmatizations, independent labels provide more detailed, tailor-made
information for the disabled population. Thus, the choice of a particular type of label determines
its appeal to peoples’ needs in their planning process (Waschke 2004). Whereas doubt exists if
an eco-label will influence customers’ destination choice, (Buckley 2002; Font 2002a), trusted
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not a facility is accessible (Waschke 2004). Hence, the label function represents a boundary
condition for scheme theories.
Although the World Tourism Organization shows increasing concern about service quality
(Font 2002b), access schemes have not yet been examined to evaluate if they satisfy the essential
information needs of disabled people. Such analysis can stimulate important debate within the
socio-cultural dimension of tourism constraints and enables society to understand the
mechanisms needed for attaining societal benefits of tourism participation.
Study Methods
Multiple methods based on empirical research were employed, as the subject of need
fulfillment through schemes has not received any previous investigation. Information about
schemes at the European level is difficult to gather because the organizations running the
schemes exist at various geographical levels. Snowball sampling was used to create an
expanding chain of referrals (Browne 2005; Faugier and Sargeant 1997; Heckathorn 2002)
informing the researcher about scheme operators. Snowball sampling techniques have certain
limitations as they are inclined towards the selection of individuals and organizations on the
basis of networks (Baxter and Eyles 1997; Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Faugier and Sargeant
1997). This tendency was ameliorated by first establishing a detailed list of existing schemes
through secondary research prior to the application of snowball sampling. As 59 organizations
operating a scheme were identified through the desk research, they were sent a survey to
establish their main features and also were asked to contribute to the list of known schemes.
Thirty-two surveys were received from the initial sampling (54%), with an additional 11 received
from the snowball sampling.
Through this approach, a total of 43 surveys were returned, all found to be eligible for
analysis, providing an inventory of schemes operating across 19 countries. However, an overall
rate could not be established as many organizations forwarded the survey to other scheme
operators out of their own initiative, leaving no indication as to how many were eventually
forwarded. Nine of the schemes were set up by governmental or public bodies, whereas the
remaining 34 were established by charities, private or non-governmental organizations. Whereas
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the former group offers accessibility content within a broad range of services to all citizens, the
latter provides information and services exclusively for disabled people.
The survey put to the organizations was developed in consultation with a key group of
individuals with disabilities and based on secondary research that established the framework of
interrelated need components. The survey comprised 44 questions (open-ended and closed)
divided into seven elements to analyze schemes as an information communication source:
descriptive data, information content, target audience, accessibility information, online and
offline schemes as well as accessibility criteria.
Building on these baseline data, captive groups (Veal 1997) were used to continue the
exploratory research into the value of accessibility information schemes. Three groups were
convened during two invited one day conferences on accessibility tourism in London, UK and
Athens, Greece, each lasting for 90 minutes with 15, 18 and 20 participants respectively. Experts
invited to attend the conference represented a mixture of user groups, disability organizations,
specialized travel agencies and tour operators as well as mainstream providers that have
incorporated access information. More than half of the participants (71%) have different types of
impairments themselves, while everyone attending the meetings has more than 20 years each of
experience in this area.
The captive group research comprised two main parts, a performance analysis of schemes and
an evaluation of the importance given to certain scheme attributes. The performance analysis was
conducted along three main themes. First, by disclosing the results of the baseline survey to the
participants, features of access schemes that were valuable and helpful, or contrarily, were
constraining, could be identified. This approach, often referred to as critical incident technique
(Jackson, White and Schmierer 1996; Pritchard and Havitz 2006) allowed an examination into
whether needs were fulfilled or remained unfulfilled, provided a balanced account of positive
and negative performance levels of schemes and led to an investigation of best practice
examples. Second, the future of access schemes was explored and third, participants were given
the opportunity to highlight their individual perceptions on informational needs. The inductive,
qualitative, exploratory nature of this research understands its limitations in making conclusions
that can be generalized. Instead, what the research achieved was a deeper understanding of
perceptions of need compliance through schemes and also substantiated arguments about the
informational need framework deriving from secondary sources.
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In order to evaluate the importance given to certain scheme attributes and strengthen claims
for the validity of research, a manual analysis of the data was conducted, using Ritchie and
Spencer’s (1994) five interconnected stage ‘framework’ method of analysis. During the first
stage, transcriptions of the tape-recorded discussions and notes assisted in becoming familiar
with the responses, checking diversity of data and listing key ideas and recurrent themes. Notes
were taken by two independent researchers during each group discussion. Each researcher
conducted the ‘framework’ method independently. Within the familiarization stage, each
researcher provided a detailed summary based on the three established categories. This summary
was then presented to the participants at the end of the workshops to confirm as an accurate
record and permit its accuracy.
Within the second phase, the researchers drew upon a priori issues identified through the
established need framework. Hence, the thematic framework to sift and sort material, as well as
to establish connections between ideas was already developed in a previous research stage. The
third stage required the coding and indexing of the transcribed focus groups. The analysis was
conducted manually as the data was found to be well structured and not of an unmanageable size.
Further, the use of verbatim transcripts allowed making raw material available to other
researchers within the discussion section, hence further enhancing the validity of the research
(Miles and Huberman 1994). Within the fourth stage, intended to chart the data for developing a
pictures as a whole, the two researchers compared and discussed findings as well as identified
discrepancies, adding to the reliability of the process. Using the framework of needs and access
scheme features, consensus of the categorization of responses could be achieved. This allowed
the interpretation of data within the fifth stage and the establishment of compliance levels which
the study result section will elaborate on.
Study Results
Nearly 52% (n=22) of responses from the scheme providers showed that the schemes were
introduced after the year 2000, demonstrating that the supply of access information through
schemes is a recent phenomenon. Analyzing the results from the accessibility scheme survey in
relation to the epistemological framework of needs revealed that the majority of certification
schemes were shown to comply with the reliability function at the regional or national level.
However, the high fragmentation of schemes in terms of their incompleteness of information
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given due to different laws, access standards, assessment and evaluation techniques and lack of
geographical reach causes enormous deficiencies. Among the most prevailing shortcomings are:
the lack of rich information, the failure to provide customer-oriented services in the information
provision and the inability of information distribution and communication strategies using
mainstream channels. These deficiencies occur as the majority of scheme operators such as
charities, private and non-governmental organizations mainly rely on funding, and hence have
restricted opportunities to grow. Indeed, for many organizations the competition for funding
prohibits cooperation, and so encourages fragmentation.
Reliability of Information. Most tourism access schemes are held to offer greater reliability in the
information provision than previously given by traditional suppliers. To ensure that a disabled
person receives reliable information, the data have to be accurate, recent and constantly updated.
In 29 schemes, the information is not older than one year. Yet, in only 15 out of 43 schemes,
operators of a scheme update their database constantly. Abstaining from a regular up-date puts
under risk the usefulness and trustworthiness of the information and/ or gives less attention to
recently modified facilities that are still unknown to the public.
Related to reliability of information is the method of how the information is collected. A
detailed recording of measurements and other factual information of the site or facility is crucial
to ensure that the information meets the need of disabled people. Forty-three percent of the
information within the identified schemes is collected by professionals who have received
specific training. These professionals, usually employees of the organization operating a scheme,
follow a set of accessibility criteria that is developed by the organization itself (n=18). The
majority of organizations in Europe act as one entity for awarding and verifying facilities. For
example, the Flemish scheme that grants the award sends out its own assessors for the appraisal
of facilities (Toegankelijk Vlaanderen 2004). The National Tourist Board ‘Visit Britain’
however, in addition to its own assessors, uses an independent charity ‘Tourism for All’ as an
accredited inspector (Visit Britain 2005). Visits by an independent verifying body are regarded
by disabled people as the most reliable form for the collection of information as opposed to the
compilation of data by the awarding body itself (NOP 2003).
After compiling information, the actual assessment is based on gradual or general evaluation
techniques. Gradual assessment is continuous, providing a ranking scale of different accessibility
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levels, whereas dichotomous, general assessment focuses on a yes/ no type of evaluation.
Gradual assessments are more beneficial for disabled persons as a hotel acknowledged on a
general evaluation technique as inaccessible might still be accessible for visually impaired
people. It is the level of detail in the information provided that makes a difference for dissimilar
user groups. The majority of schemes employ gradual evaluation techniques (56%) assigned to
the whole facility (25%), each part of the facility (44%) or each type of disability (31%). Gradual
forms of assessment also bring important advantages for continuous rounds of improvements of
facilities that ought to be encouraged by any scheme (Font 2002a).
In only 28% of the cases, user experience is an important component for the assessment of
facilities. Vogt and Fesenmaier (1995) argue that it is particularly the evaluation of user
experiences that is critical to the overall service evaluation. The involvement and consultation of
disabled people is thus a crucial aspect to ensure that practices correspond to their needs (Imrie
and Kumar 1998). The value of qualitative comments by disabled people is currently not utilized
by organizations operating access schemes in Europe.
Richness of Information. The deficiency of providing comprehensive tourism information is
apparent throughout all schemes, whether operating at the national (56%), regional (19%) or
local level (21%). Only two schemes have a European-wide coverage. As depth and breadth to
the information is crucial, the geographical scope and the number of facilities covered by
schemes indicate an important need fulfillment component. The schemes under investigation,
showed a positive relationship between these two elements. Whereas national schemes generally
cover more than 2000 facilities, regional schemes less than 1000 and city based schemes less
than 500, in some cases not even 50. Most access schemes include information about hotels,
bars, restaurants, museums and theatres. Less information is provided for natural areas.
Customer’s choice is thus restricted to the type of facilities addressed in a specific geographical
area.
To provide a fully inclusive experience to all disabled customers, information has to be given
about the whole tourism sub-system that is currently accessible. In the schemes evaluated, 90%
offer access information for all parts of the tourism facility that are open to the public, but only
58% indicate how to get to these facilities by giving information about paths, public transport or
other modes of transportation. This shortcoming adds to the exclusion of disabled people as
14
isolated accessible facilities do not enable true holiday experiences. To overcome this limitation,
some organizations (n=21) have incorporated reference points to other tourist information
services. This however, does not reduce the search process and means that although specific
details about accessible facilities are given, value-added information about the whole destination
is missing. According to Marston and Golledge (2003) overcoming structural barriers in terms of
the provision of information about facilities and the most direct accessible route to their next
destination is crucial for disabled individuals. Its absence leads to the creation of new barriers
rather than the removal of existing ones.
Customer Orientation of Information. As people with different impairments have different
information requirements, customer-oriented services and tailor-made information represent a
crucial part for the fulfillment of individual needs, which schemes at present fail to provide.
Currently, there is a clear bias towards considering the needs of mobility impaired people.
Almost all schemes (n=39) provide information for persons using a wheelchair or mobility aids.
Blind or partially-sighted persons and deaf or hard of hearing citizens are only partly covered by
the schemes (n=25; n=23). Information for people with hidden disabilities such as asthma,
allergies or intellectually impaired individuals is missing.
Only half of the schemes provide a detailed description of the degree of accessibility of the
facility including the indication of objective measurements. Concrete measurements such as the
width of doors enable disabled customers to decide for themselves if a facility is accessible for
them. Forty-nine percent of the schemes use pictograms besides textual information, focusing
either on different parts of the facility (n=7), different types of disabilities (n=7) or different
levels of accessibility (n=8). As customers have different requirements and either search for
information related to their disability or seek general accessibility details for each part of the
facility (Disability Now 2005), the absence of customer-oriented services strongly conflicts with
their needs.
Distribution of Information and Communication Strategies. The failure to disseminate and
promote access information in mainstream channels and the inability to make full use of
communication tools through information technology results in an inappropriate distribution and
communication strategy for people with special informational needs. The majority of all schemes
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(n=39) use the internet, either as the sole method of dissemination or in combination with printed
formats (n=22) or via the telephone (n=15). Few schemes (n=13) provide e-mail services for the
provision of information and only one scheme requires users to register with their personal data.
Whereas 56% state that their internet services are accessible for all impairments groups,
surprisingly only seven of these have a label for the accessibility of the information on websites,
such as ‘Bobby Approved”. This failure results in an inability to satisfy particularly the needs of
visually impaired individuals that are targeted by 58% of the schemes.
The distribution of information is further restricted as less than half (n=17) of the analyzed
schemes promote access information within general tourist information or build partnerships
with tourist offices. Out of 12 schemes providing a label, less than half of these labels are
integrated labels that are also used by the tourism industry. National organizations operating
schemes are at the forefront to use a variety of channels for the promotion of access information,
building a network of Destination Management Organizations (DMOs) (47%) and public
authorities (43%) to endorse the need for access information in mainstream websites.
As the internet introduces a whole range of new tools, several benefits in terms of enhanced
communication and interactivity between organizations and users and between users themselves
are available. Different forms of communications enable users to state their needs for
information based on their personal characteristics (Pan and Fesenmaier 2006). However, most
of the schemes do not take advantage of these new opportunities. Less than half of the
organizations operating a scheme allow users to personalize the information they are looking for
by type of disability (n=5), by type of facility (n= 4) or through a personal filter (n=5), where
content is generated based on user request. Further, only three schemes provide the possibility to
exchange experiences about destinations with other users to see and add testimonials.
Do access schemes enable disabled tourists?
Organizations operating accessibility tourism information schemes have started a dialogue to
formulate informational strategies to mitigate the exclusion of disabled people in tourism
participation. Despite their valuable intentions, they are not able to achieve consumer
informational satisfaction and therefore cannot provide an ‘enabling’ function to travel
opportunities. Consumers’ perceptions of access schemes clearly authenticate and verify these
findings. The high fragmentation and proliferation of existing schemes lead to an ever-increasing
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confusion amongst customers. Further, the lacking initiative to harmonize access standards
results in very limited coordination and cooperation amongst European access schemes. From a
disabled person’s point of view, this deficiency presents major barriers for the fulfillment of
functional needs enabling a holiday with confidence and in security through Europe. It forces
disabled tourists to either stay in the region where they know the standards or abandon the idea
of traveling. One key informant with a mobility disability during the expert group discussions
summarized this point of view:
What we really need is not another scheme. We already have seen many good examples of
access schemes throughout Europe. We have to focus now on harmonizing existing schemes. For
this, we need to bring together best-practice examples and create common standards and criteria
at the European level.
Best-practice features of schemes include the fulfillment of the reliability function for
customers through professionals visiting facilities, checking accessibility and evaluating results
based on gradual methods. This process may still be improved by enhancing the involvement of
disabled individuals in the assessment and evaluation process to better communicate their needs.
Thus, the creation of common European standards, assessment and evaluation techniques
involving disabled people’s opinions, would help to collectively prioritize the informational
needs of disabled individuals and choose means for meeting them.
Expanding the geographical reach of access information in Europe and worldwide also means
tackling problems related to the current use of a variety of different labels and symbols as these
present a further constraint in the process. Although some scheme operators provide definitions
for each label, and can be careful in the choice of the criteria and the subsequent assessment,
individuals appear not to understand or remember different labels. As a result, an international
labeling system would be appropriate to overcome limitations. Hence, it is important to focus on
an integrated label as it is less discriminatory, increases the importance of barrier-free tourism in
society and provides exemplary opportunities to combine access details for all facilities and
particular paths with comprehensive destination information. This is crucial as it is the
attractiveness of the destination that should be the motivator for traveling and not the level of
accessibility of the facility. Dattilo (2002) pointed out that ‘choice’ means freedom to choose
among many equivalent options, not between lesser qualities, poor quality or no options at all.
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Consequently, including access information, certified through schemes, into mainstream
information sources can be regarded as the most appropriate way to bridge the gap between the
need for reliable accessibility data and content-rich destination information. Mainstreaming
access information is hence a central need of people with disabilities. As one mobility impaired
person emphasizes:
For me who has an impairment, tourism will not be inclusive when all the information I need is
not available in the same channels that my able-bodied counterparts use.
Particularly the internet as a mainstream information source provides unique opportunities to
disseminate and promote this information as well as to create an improved communication
structure. The director of an access scheme in the Wallonian part of Belgium and mobility
impaired himself defines his informational needs in form of a pyramid. At the bottom part of the
pyramid, he has to be ensured first that the information covers all aspects of his accessibility
requirements. After the second stage, where all the information has to be available easily over
the internet, he describes the third level of this informational needs pyramid as:
My third informational need refers to being involved in the search process right from the
beginning. I want to share my fear and experiences with other people who have similar doubts
that I have when traveling. The contact with other people in my situation is encouraging.
Especially through my assistive technology for using the internet, this became a reality now and
minimizes my risks when traveling.
However, until now, only a few access scheme operators mainstream their information and
ignore the possibilities to create an improved communication structure. The current failure to
respond positively to the needs of disabled people, demanding interactive tools for sharing
experiences and allowing them to retrieve more personalized information through personal
profiles and search facilities, separates schemes from fully dismantling informational constraints.
One of the focus group participants, who experiences blind-deafness, emphasizes the need for
personalized information:
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Our needs are far too often overlooked in tourism and generally in society. People just assume
that by giving separate information for blind and for deaf people is sufficient enough to fulfill
our requirements. However blind-deafness goes far beyond the needs of merely combining the
two.
As people may have the same disability but not the same level of functioning, the need for
tailor-made information is an important requirement, particularly for people with multiple
disabilities. Again, the internet was held by the expert groups to represent potentially the most
powerful enabler for the provision of differentiated products.
As travel is a right for the able-bodied population as well as for people living with a disability,
there is a strong need to focus on individual needs. As information search starts with the
recognition of, for example, functional needs (Pan and Fesenmaier 2006), it can be asserted that
only by leaving more scope for a detailed understanding of these needs, will schemes be able to
represent an external information communication source in the pre-travel phase that fully
accomplishes tourist information satisfaction and prevents the increasing marginalization of
people living with a disability from travel opportunities.
CONCLUSION
This paper has offered an expansion of current knowledge by incorporating information
search behavior theory more rigorously into the nature of tourism behavior constructs,
particularly when investigating desired tourism experiences. Central for these constructs are
evaluations of performance quality and overall satisfaction, with performance quality referring to
the providers’ output as antecedents of levels of satisfaction and satisfaction itself representing
the tourist’s outcome (Baker and Crompton 2000; Pritchard and Havitz 2006).
Having adopted a need-based definition of satisfaction, where satisfaction is seen to be related
to the fulfillment of needs (Tian-Cole and Crompton 2003), this study provided an expanded
synthesis and discussion by examining for the first time the scope of interrelated functional needs
of people with disabilities within the information gathering process before consumers interact
with the destination. The extent of interrelated informational need components of disabled
people encompasses the provision of reliable and rich information, appropriate travel information
sources, communication and personalized customer services. For the fulfillment of these needs,
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accessibility tourism information schemes, as one specific type of external information
communication source were examined. Given that information sources are regarded as
antecedents of performance quality and that individuals do not have to be exposed to the
destination to form quality performance perceptions of communication tools (Baker and
Crompton 2000; Tian-Cole and Crompton 2003), the identified needs were assessed against the
operation of schemes, which have not been contemplated in previous research.
Considering the complexity and variety of approaches for the measurement of perceptions, the
use of qualitative methods were found to be most suitable and opportune (Pritchard and Havitz
2006) to represent disabled consumers’ true perceptions of the information source available to
them for trip planning. Hence, explorative research using focus groups was instrumental to
addressing the dimensions underlying information source preferences for disabled people.
Access schemes are relevant examples of communication sources that could potentially assist in
providing a quality difference in the information search process to remove informational
constraints. However until now, findings showed that despite complying with the reliability
function at the regional and national level, major deficiencies prevent schemes from fully
satisfying individual informational needs. Originating from the high fragmentation of schemes
and the lack of geographical reach, shortcomings include the lack of providing comprehensive
tourism information using mainstream distribution mediums and the failure to provide
personalized customer-orientated and communication services. Resulting from these
discrepancies, the nature of every scheme restricts the focus to narrow target groups and limited
information provision in disperse geographical settings.
Based on these findings, the study highlights how different needs and perceptions of quality
of information sources lead to different information search outcomes, thereby manifesting results
from previous research emphasizing commonalities between consumer behavior and information
search theory for decision-making processes (Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998). It is argued that a
more sophisticated understanding of differential needs and appropriate sources is crucial not only
to achieve information satisfaction but to enable people with disabilities to participate in tourism.
Previous studies have neglected this significance as it was assumed that by exceeding the level of
information sources would bring only relatively little increase in satisfaction and optimal
investment of resources is reached when minimum acceptable level of performance quality for
information is achieved (Baker and Crompton 2000). Kozak (2001) argued that the actual
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holiday experience is the most crucial determinant for satisfaction constructs, with pre-trip
considerations only setting expectations. However, given different individual informational
needs and perceptions for different target groups, high levels of performance quality in
information sources clearly represent the key for high satisfaction levels, hence determining
behavioral intentions as to whether or not a person is able to travel.
The research provides two major practical implications. First, the understanding gained within
this study opens up several opportunities for service providers to address different types of
informational needs with the aim to improve customer information satisfaction by developing
communication sources that explicitly target individual informational needs in the pre-purchase
information search process. Higher performance quality of communication sources and levels of
satisfaction would further increase loyalty and intentions to recommend specific information
sources. Specific to scheme operators, the creation of a European-wide scheme, incorporating all
existing players, would move beyond the geographical and conceptual narrowness of existing
schemes. Second, as asserted by Pritchard and Havitz (2006), experience constructs need to be
evaluated as a whole which would generate industry guidelines for improving experiences.
Specific to this study, by providing accessibility information, attribute satisfaction, referring to
consumers’ perception on the actual product outcome (Spreng et al 1996) can also be enhanced.
Considering that the communication of accessibility features may help greatly to identify where
environmental barriers have been removed or contrarily are still in existence, would hence
stimulate the removal of physical barriers.
This research contains some limitations that future studies should engage with. Positioned in
the behavioral stream of literature, the research focused on functional information need
constructs in the pre-purchase, external search process and their fulfillment through information
schemes. The analysis of schemes was geographically and contextually restricted to disabled
people in Europe. Hence, future studies need to address differences between schemes outside
Europe and identify if the findings reported within Europe are repeated elsewhere, thereby
assisting to achieve empirical generalization. Additional research is also needed to inform about
other informational need constructs such as hedonic, innovation, aesthetic and sign information
roles (Vogt and Fesenmaier 1998) as well as the influence of prior knowledge (Gursoy and
McCleary 2004) for this target group by following an information process approach.
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Numerous studies deal with appraisal satisfaction (Kozak 2001; Alabacete-Sáez, Fuentes-
Fuentes and Lloréns-Montes 2007; Baker and Crompton 2000; Khan 2003), referring to visitors’
actual comparison of service outcome and expectations during the holiday trip. However, the
authors of this article argue that it is essential to include aspects on informational satisfaction
prior to the interaction with the destination into existing frameworks assessing performance
quality, satisfaction and behavioral intentions. As overall satisfaction is derived through both,
information and attribute satisfaction (Baker and Crompton 2000; Tian-Cole and Crompton
2003), future studies need to embrace both elements to identify the full array of satisfaction
constructs for individual tourists in situations in which consumers’ needs for information varies
(Spreng et al 1996). Essential in this context are tourists’ perceptions of quality as these remain
at the core of satisfaction (Alegre and Juaneda 2006) as well as need aspects as their fulfillment
also leads to satisfaction judgments (Baker and Crompton 2000), particularly within the travel
preparation stage. Hence, continuing research revealing different need constructs contribute to
satisfaction evaluations, which in turn provides valuable feedback to service providers which can
subsequently be addressed.
By moving towards new dialogues and strategies, inclusive travel opportunities can be
enhanced and ultimately enable all people who would be tourists. Tourism participation and the
enjoyment of its broader societal benefits by potential tourists highly depend on the performance
quality of providers in terms of information communication sources as well as destination
attributes. Until society understands the full extent of different interrelated need components of
individuals, satisfaction constructs and behavioral intentions prior as well as during the holiday,
the dissonance between needs and current practices will result in ever decreasing cultural and
social opportunities. In contrast, meeting differential informational requirements of all
individuals adds to the power of tourism to reduce social exclusion.
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Figure 2. Accessibility Tourism Information Schemes
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